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Skinner’s definition of verbal behavior, with its brief and refined versions, has recently become a
point of controversy among behavior analysts. Some of the arguments presented in this
controversy might be based on a misreading of Skinner’s (1957a) writings. An examination of
Skinner’s correspondence with editors of scientific journals shows his sophisticated mastery of
English and his knowledge of contemporary approaches of linguistics, and might help to settle
the meaning of the passages involved in the controversy. A more precise definition of verbal
behavior, deduced from Skinner’s distinction between verbal and nonverbal operants, is
suggested, and a possible reason why Skinner did not define verbal behavior in the terms
proposed by this alternative definition is discussed. The alternative definition is more compatible
with a functional approach to behavior and highlights what is specific to verbal behavior by
pointing to the conventions of the verbal community. Some possible consequences of adopting
this alternative definition are described.
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Only words were not punished with
the natural order of things.
Words continue with their unlimit.
Manoel de Barros (2004, p. 77)1

A writer, a linguist, and a behavior
analyst agreed to meet inside B. F.
Skinner’s skin. The result of this
encounter materialized in 1957, as
Verbal Behavior, an approach to
speech whose most important theo-
retical and applied consequences are
yet to come.

This paper will look to that semi-
nal work and other sources to exam-
ine Skinner’s definition of verbal
behavior. It will also look at the most
prevalent interpretation of his defini-
tion in the field of behavior analysis.
In addition, it presents a heretofore
unpublished correspondence between

B. F. Skinner and journal editors
in which Skinner discusses in detail
some aspects of grammar. Some
elements of this discussion will be
used to suggest an alternative under-
standing of Skinner’s definition of
verbal behavior. This paper also
suggests a rewording of Skinner’s
definition that incorporates in the
body of the definition the criterion
by which Skinner distinguished verbal
from nonverbal behavior.

SKINNER’S DEFINITION OF
VERBAL BEHAVIOR

In Verbal Behavior, Skinner offers
a preliminary definition of the subject
in Chapter 1 as ‘‘behavior reinforced
through the mediation of other per-
sons’’ (p. 2). He then refines it in
Chapter 8 as ‘‘behavior reinforced
through the mediation of other per-
sons [who] must be responding in
ways which have been conditioned
precisely in order to reinforce the beha-
vior of the speaker’’ (p. 225). The
second part of the definition ‘‘[who]
must be responding in ways which
have been conditioned precisely in
order to reinforce the behavior of the
speaker’’ is a restriction on the first
part, and its aim is to circumscribe
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verbal behavior as a particular kind
of social behavior. The restriction,
however, is not stated clearly
enough: Which ways of responding
are these to which the listener has
been conditioned? And why and
how does this mediation affect the
behavior of the speaker in such an
important manner that it requires an
analysis separate from the rest of
operant behavior?

Answers to these questions are
found in several statements through-
out Verbal Behavior. For example,
the listener is conditioned to respond
in ways that reinforce a speaker’s
behavior presenting the patterns
found in ‘‘the ‘language’ … that is,
… the reinforcing practices of the
verbal community’’ (p. 36), and in
‘‘the ‘languages’ studied by the lin-
guist’’ (p. 461; see also p. 28). The
relation between verbal behavior and
language, the practices of a verbal
community, is fully stated here:

Verbal behavior is shaped and sustained by a
verbal environment— by people who respond
to behavior in certain ways because of the
practices of the group of which they are
members. These practices and the resulting
interaction of speaker and listener yield the
phenomena which are considered here under
the rubric of verbal behavior. (Skinner, 1957a,
p. 226)

These and other clarifying state-
ments, addressed below, are scattered
throughout different sections of Ver-
bal Behavior. Moreover, an integrat-
ed definition of verbal behavior is
offered in Upon Further Reflection
(Skinner, 1987): ‘‘Verbal behavior is
behavior that is reinforced through
the mediation of other people, but
only when the other people are
behaving in ways that have been
shaped and maintained by an evolved
verbal environment, or language’’
(p. 90).

I suggest that in defining verbal
behavior, Skinner was deliberately
avoiding the use of the word lan-
guage. Sometimes, as in two of the
quotations above, he even puts the

word language in quotation marks.
We can guess why he did so. Al-
though not always, in general he was
very critical of linguistics, and wanted
to present his explanation of verbal
behavior as an alternative that would
be ‘‘appropriate to all special fields’’
(1957a, p. 4). Interestingly, part of his
criticism of linguistics and grammar
probably resulted from his extensive
reading of linguists who warned
against the dangers of using the
concept of language, unless one is
truly aware of its nature as an
abstraction, taken from the concrete-
ness of speech. This conception of
language as an abstraction was com-
monplace in 19th-century linguistics.

Two of these linguists, Max Müller
(1823–1900) and Philipp Wegener
(1848–1916), although not mentioned
in Verbal Behavior, are mentioned in
Skinner’s William James Lectures,2

given in 1947 at Harvard University.
There, Skinner (1948, p. 151) refers
to Müller’s famous and influential
(Alter, 2005, pp. 63–65, 68–70) Lec-
tures on the Science of Language
(1861/1884) where we can read:

To speak of language as a thing by itself,
as living a life of its own, as growing to
maturity, producing offspring, and dying
away, is sheer mythology; and though we
cannot help using metaphorical expressions,
we should always be on our guard … against
being carried away by the very words which
we are using. (p. 51) Language has no
independent substantial existence. Language
exists in man, it lives in being spoken, it dies
with each word that is pronounced, and is no
longer heard. (p. 58)

In the William James Lectures
(p. 108), Skinner refers to Wegener,
an author who had long been forgot-
ten, but is now being rediscovered in

2 These lectures, reproduced in written form
and made available to the participants, were
used in the preparation of Verbal Behavior
(p. vii). After Verbal Behavior, they are
the most important source for the study of
Skinner’s approach to this subject matter. The
B. F. Skinner Foundation website (http://
www.bfskinner.org/BFSkinner/Home.html)
offers an electronic version of them.
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the important subfield of linguistic
pragmatics (Koerner, 1991, pp. vi–
vii*; Nerlich & Clarke, 1996, p. 177).
Wegener’s general understanding of
speech (Nerlich & Clarke, 1996,
pp. 177–183) shares some important
characteristics with Skinner’s, and
he seems to have been a significant
source for Skinner’s conception of
the autoclitic (Passos, 2010). Accord-
ing to Wegener, ‘‘Language is not a
being or an organism possessing
spatial autonomy. … It is a collective
name, indeed an abstraction, for
certain muscular movements of man
which are connected with a definite
sense for many persons of a social
group’’ (1885/1971, p. 121). Similar
statements by leading linguists such
as Hermann Paul (1846–1921; quoted
in Jespersen, 1922, pp. 94–95) and
Jespersen (1860–1943) (1922, p. 7)
were also known to Skinner (Matos
& Passos, 2010).

Whether or not he was avoiding
referring to language, Skinner found a
way of making clear that mediation by
others is not enough to characterize
verbal behavior by posing the restric-
tion that the mediator must be ‘‘behav-
ing in ways that have been shaped and
maintained by an evolved verbal envi-
ronment’’ (Skinner, 1987, p. 90). How-
ever, the restriction is still vague be-
cause it does not state clearly the ways
in which the mediator is behaving, and
the mediation of reinforcement by
others became more conspicuous than
the mediator’s special conditioning in
the conception of verbal behavior
generally held by students in the field.
This is stressed by Peterson in his fine
investigation of the effect of shaping on
Skinner’s understanding of the power
of reinforcement through the social
environment:

Reinforcement by other people became defin-
itive of verbal behavior. ‘‘Verbal behavior
always involves social reinforcement and
derives its characteristic properties from this
fact’’ (Skinner, 1953, p. 299). In Verbal
Behavior, Skinner defined verbal behavior
generically as ‘‘behavior shaped and main-
tained by mediated consequences’’ (p. 2). …

By mediated consequences, of course, he meant
consequences controlled by another person. …
The social mediation of the reinforcement
process became the primary defining factor
whereas all other aspects became secondary.
(Peterson, 2004, p. 326)

Other scholars made the same point:

Many (most?) of our behavior analytic col-
leagues consider the little, nonverbal autistic
kid’s self-injury behavior and aggression as an
attempt to communicate to the trainer that the
training task is too difficult, or he wants some
attention, which, of course, is the sort of
thinking that leads to facilitated communica-
tion. And that’s the sort of risk created by
Skinner’s definition of verbal behavior as
behavior reinforced by someone else; from
my view, it is simplistic; all behavior analysts
lock into that simplistic definition, without
attending to his more sophisticated later
qualifications or supplements. (Malott, in
Michael & Malott, 2003, p. 116)
Skinner wrote that verbal behavior was
sufficiently different from other behavior to
warrant special treatment. Its uniqueness lay
in the role played by the mediation of others in
its generation, maintenance, and control
(Skinner, 1957, p. 2). (McPherson, Bonem,
Green, & Osborne, 1984, p. 157)

CRITICISMS OF SKINNER’S
DEFINITION OF

VERBAL BEHAVIOR

Both the incomplete unrefined def-
inition and the unclear refined one
have misguided behavior analysts who
then sometimes addressed undeserved
criticisms of Skinner’s approach to
verbal behavior. This is the case of the
criticisms by Hayes, Blackledge, and
Barnes-Holmes (2001) that Skinner’s
definition of verbal behavior (a) is
based on the history of reinforcement
of another organism (the listener)
instead of being based on the history
of reinforcement of the speaker, and
(b) is too broad and fails to distinguish
between the behavior of animals and
humans.

The first criticism is occasioned in
part by the lack of specification in
Skinner’s definition of the ways in
which the mediator is behaving and
how these ways shape the speaker’s
behavior. But the ways in which the
behavior of the mediator shapes and
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maintains the speaker’s verbal behav-
ior is made clear from the very
beginning of Verbal Behavior in
Skinner’s discussion of the distinction
between verbal and nonverbal behav-
ior (pp. 1–2), the analysis of the
listener’s behavior (pp. 33–34), and
also in subsequent chapters about the
verbal operants. The history of rein-
forcement of the mediator builds the
behavioral repertoire by which he or
she becomes able to reinforce the
speaker’s behavior which represents
the patterns found in the practices of
the community. Therefore the history
of reinforcement of the mediator
explains, first of all, the listener’s
own behavior, not the speaker’s. It
also shows how the behavior of the
listener is able to select the properties
of the behavior of the speaker that
mirror the patterns found in the
conventions of the verbal communi-
ty. The speaker’s behavior then is
explained, as it should be, by his or
her own current circumstances and
past environments, which include the
reinforcements provided by the me-
diator.

This first criticism is also occa-
sioned by a particular reading of the
following footnote in Verbal Behavior
that might not accurately reflect what
Skinner meant, as I discuss below.
This particular reading also gives rise
to the second criticism, namely that
Skinner’s definition of verbal behav-
ior is too broad and fails to distin-
guish between the behavior of ani-
mals and humans:

Our definition of verbal behavior, incidentally,
includes the behavior of experimental animals
where reinforcements are supplied by an
experimenter or by an apparatus designed to
establish contingencies which resemble those
maintained by the normal listener. The animal
and the experimenter comprise a small but
genuine verbal community. (p. 108)

This note has been interpreted, not
just by Hayes et al. (2001) but by
several others in the field of behavior
analysis (e.g., see Leigland, 1997;
Michael & Malott, 2003; Normand,

2009; Palmer, 2008), as stating that
all animal behavior in operant learn-
ing experiments is verbal because the
reinforcement is directly or indirectly
delivered by the experimenter, who
was trained to do so (for a different
understanding of Skinner’s stand on
this issue, see Osborne, 2003; Passos,
2007; and Vargas in Arntzen, 2010).
As we will explore in the next section,
it is possible that this is not what
Skinner meant by his footnote, and
the fact that so many scholars inter-
preted it in a way arguably not
intended by Skinner might be par-
tially explained by the point made by
Malott and Peterson discussed above,
that is, that mediation by others
became the most conspicuous feature
in the definition of verbal behavior.

SKINNER’S CORRESPONDENCE
WITH EDITORS

My contention is that Skinner’s
note was misread. Compare the two
passages in Table 1 and note that
they differ with respect to one com-
ma. Even if tiny, the different effects
of these sentences could be signifi-
cant. As Skinner actually wrote it,
without a comma, the phrase ‘‘where
reinforcements are supplied by an
experimenter or by an apparatus
designed to establish contingencies
which resemble those maintained by
the normal listener’’ is restrictive. The
phrase does not refer to all experi-
ments with animals, just the ones to
which the restriction applies, that is,
to experiments with animals where
the contingencies resemble those
maintained by the normal listener.
On the contrary, as this phrase has
been interpreted by several beha-
vior analysts, it would be nonrestric-
tive but then it should be set off
by commas, because nonrestrictive
clauses are set off by commas, and
restrictive clauses are not (Kolln,
1982, pp. 183–195; Oshima & Hogue,
1991, pp. 208–228). As we will see
next, Skinner, the writer, was very
well aware of the difference between
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restrictive and nonrestrictive clauses
and the way this difference is indi-
cated in writing. If he did not set off
the phrase by commas it was because
he meant it as restrictive.

Having aimed to be a writer before
entering the field of psychology
(Skinner, 1976, pp. 262–283), Skinner
had extensive training in English and
other languages (Bjork, 1997, pp. 23,
31–48, 77; Skinner, 1983, p. 171) and
remained a voracious reader of liter-
ature for his entire life (Coleman,
1985; Malone, 1999; Skinner, 1959,
1967). Two letters sent by Skinner to
the editors of the journals Scientific
Monthly, in 1954, and Science, in
1957, the year Verbal Behavior was
published, show what a meticulous
and elegant writer he was. In both of
them, he complains vigorously about
the editors having substituted that for
which in his articles. His 1954 letter to
the editor of Scientific Monthly is
probably related to the editing of A
Critique of Psychoanalytic Concepts
and Theories (Skinner, 1954a/1999),
published in 1954 in that journal.
Skinner complains about a change
made in ‘‘all the qualifying relative
pronouns in my article from ‘whiches’
to ‘thats.’’’ He affirms that the gram-
marians have been prescribing this
substitution for centuries, but he does
not ‘‘subscribe to this bit of authori-
tarian dictation’’ (Skinner, 1954b).3

In the ensuing discussion, the
reader will find ‘‘defining clause’’ as
a synonym of ‘‘restrictive clause’’ and
‘‘nondefining clause’’ as a synonym
of ‘‘nonrestrictive clause’’ (Burchfield
& Fowler, 1996, p. 774). Normative

grammarians such as Fowler prescribe
the use of that as a relative pronoun
to introduce a defining (restrictive)
clause and of which to introduce a
nondefining (nonrestrictive) clause:

The two kinds of relative clause, to one of
which that & to the other of which which is
appropriate, are the defining & the non-
defining; & if writers would agree to regard
that as the defining relative pronoun, & which
as the non-defining, there would be much gain
both in lucidity & in ease. (Fowler, 1926/2009,
p. 635)

In the 1957 letter to the editors of
Science, Skinner offers five different
grammatical reasons why he dis-
agrees with their editorial practice of
substituting that for which. The
fourth reason mentions Fowler’s sug-
gestion of using that to introduce
defining (restrictive) relative clauses
and which to introduce nondefining
(nonrestrictive) relative clauses. Skin-
ner disagrees with this suggestion on
the basis that it is unnecessary to use
that or which to mark the distinction
between defining (restrictive) and
nondefining (nonrestrictive) clauses,
because this distinction is indicated in

TABLE 1

Comparison of Skinner’s Writing and a Slightly Different Text

Skinner wrote Prevalent current reading

Our definition of verbal behavior,
incidentally, includes the behavior of
experimental animals, where reinforcements
are supplied by an experimenter or by an
apparatus designed to establish contingencies
which resemble those maintained by the
normal listener (1957, p. 108).

Our definition of verbal behavior, incidentally,
includes the behavior of experimental animals,

where reinforcements are supplied by an
experimenter or by an apparatus designed to
establish contingencies which resemble those

maintained by the normal listener.

3 We find the same kind of criticism of
normative grammarians in the work of many
linguists. In his famous Language (1933/1961),
read by Skinner (1934), Bloomfield had also
called these grammarians authoritarians: ‘‘This
[the spread of education in the 18th century]
gave the authoritarians their chance: they
wrote normative grammars, in which they
often ignored actual usage in favor of
speculative notions. Both the belief in ‘au-
thority’ and some of the fanciful rules (as, for
instance, about the use of shall and will) still
prevail in our schools’’ (p. 7).
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writing by commas (and in speech by
pausing and vocal inflection):

Fowler’s Modern English Usage is probably
responsible for the current belief that there is
logical elegance in using that as a defining
restricting pronoun and which as a non-
defining restricting. The distinction between
the two cases is carried in speech by pausing
and inflection, and in writing by commas. It
has never been consistently carried by that vs.
which (Skinner, 1957b).4

The letters reveal Skinner’s strong
command of his native language. It
also shows an author so comfortable
and confident about his writing that
he is able to challenge Fowler,
considered by many as the ultimate
arbiter of correct usage. Fowler was
the author of Modern English Usage,
a prescriptive (also called normative,
Crystal, 1980, p. 243) grammar that
became the ‘‘go-to’’ reference work
on English usage since its first
appearance in 1926 (Crystal, 2009b).
A prescriptive grammar5 is

a manual that focuses on constructions where
usage is divided, and lays down rules governing
the socially correct use of language. … These
grammars were a formative influence on lan-
guage attitudes in Europe and America during
the 18th and 19th centuries. Their influence lives
on in the handbooks of usage widely found
today, such as A Dictionary of Modern English
Usage (1926) by Henry Watson Fowler (1858–
1933). (Crystal, 1997, p. 88)

According to Crystal (2009a), Fowl-
er’s perspective is inconsistent, be-
cause it oscillates between the pre-
scriptive and the descriptive. Two of
the developments in the study of
language introduced by linguistics
are a descriptive approach and the

abandonment of the traditional pre-
scriptive grammar, the latter being
still prevalent in our schools and
when laypersons talk about language.
According to Beal (as quoted in
Tieken-Boon, 2008), these prescrip-
tive grammars ‘‘left us with a legacy
of ‘linguistic insecurity’’’ (p. 9), which
explains their popularity. Skinner’s
correspondence with the editors of
Science shows that he, for one, did
not feel this linguistic insecurity.6

AN ALTERNATIVE
INTERPRETATION OF

SKINNER’S FOOTNOTE

The correspondence described in
the previous section shows that Skin-
ner was aware of the use of a comma
to introduce nonrestrictive relative
clauses. The note in Verbal Behavior
that we are examining contains a
relative clause that starts with the
relative adverb where and is not
introduced by a comma. Relative
clauses introduced by where can also
be restrictive or nonrestrictive, and
the punctuation convention discussed
above applies as well to their case
(Kolln, 1982; Oshima & Hogue,
1991). The point of this discussion is
that Skinner intended the part of the
sentence italicized to be a restriction
on the first part of the sentence:

Our definition of verbal behavior, incidentally,
includes the behavior of experimental animals
where reinforcements are supplied by an
experimenter or by an apparatus designed to
establish contingencies which resemble those
maintained by the normal listener. (p. 108,
italics added)

We should, thus, only consider the
behavior of experimental animals
to be verbal in certain experiments,
namely, the ones in which the contin-
gencies are like the ones maintained

4 Correcting by hand the typed letter,
Skinner crossed out the word defining twice,
handwrote restricting in its place, and added a
comma after inflection. I thank Julie S. Vargas
for helping me to understand Skinner’s
handwriting.

5 Because the word grammar has many
meanings (see a few of them in Crystal,
1997, p. 88), to avoid misunderstanding based
on polysemy, it is a healthy scholarly practice
to specify what the word means in each
occasion.

6 Fowler’s (1930) Modern English Usage is
referred to five times in Skinner’s Verbal
Behavior (pp. 72, 235, 252, 271, 395). None
of these citations are made to promote a
prescriptive point of view but rather to use
Fowler’s description of English.
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by a listener. This interpretation is
strengthened by Skinner’s explicit
statement in The Behavior of Organ-
isms (1938/1991) that pressing the
lever by the rat in the experimental
situation is not like verbal behavior,
given that it acts on the environment.
On explaining why he did not choose
to study in his experiments responses
like flexing a leg instead of pressing
the lever, he says,

It is only in verbal behavior that such non-
mechanically effective responses [flexing a leg
or flicking the tail] are reinforced (i.e., when
they become gestures). In general, a response
must act upon the environment to produce its
own reinforcement. Although the connection
between the movement of the lever and
reinforcement is in one sense artificial, it
closely parallels the typical discriminated
operant in the normal behavior of the rat.
(Skinner, 1938/1991, p. 50)

It is likely that Skinner was thinking
about what occurs in shaping by
hand when he wrote the restrictive
expression in the footnote in Verbal
Behavior. In 1943, Skinner, with
Keller Breland and Norman Gut-
mann, apparently for the first time
(Peterson, 2004), shaped behavior by
hand. They wanted to teach a pigeon
to bowl and decided to do it by
reinforcing successive approxima-
tions because it would take a long
time for a first response of swiping
the ball with a movement of the beak
to appear for it to be reinforced. They
reinforced the first response that had
a slight resemblance to the desired
final response, proceeded by selecting
responses that were more and more
similar to the desired one, and were
very surprised by how fast they
conditioned the final response. Later,
Skinner contrasted this shaping with
one, not by hand, described in The
Behavior of Organisms in which

the behavior was set up through successive
approximations, but every stage was reached
by constructing mechanical and electrical
systems operated by the rat. In the experiment
on bowling, however, we held the reinforcing
switch in our hand and could reinforce any
given form of behavior without constructing a

mechanical or electrical system to report its
occurrence. The mechanical connection be-
tween behavior and reinforcement was greatly
attenuated. (Skinner, 1958/1999, p. 167)

Skinner attributed the speed in the
conditioning of bowling to the com-
bination of two factors that enhanced
the effect of this shaping by hand: the
use of a conditioned reinforcer (the
sound of the food magazine) and
‘‘the free selection of topography
resulting from hand reinforcement’’
(Skinner, 1958/1999, p. 167), where
there is no mechanical connection
between behavior and reinforcement.
Likewise, the topographies of verbal
operants are selected according to the
conventions of the verbal community
by the reinforcing action of the
listener, not by any mechanical con-
nection with the environment.

In Verbal Behavior (pp. 29–30),
while discussing how parents estab-
lish a verbal repertoire in a child,
Skinner noted that they do not need
to wait for a first appearance of the
complex forms that make an adult
verbal repertoire; instead they can
use a procedure (successive approx-
imations) such as the one that could
be used to teach ‘‘a pigeon to pace
the floor of its cage in the pattern
of a figure-8’’ (p. 29), a form of
response that (a) is very unlikely to
be emitted previously to any condi-
tioning in order to be reinforced;
and (b) has no mechanical effects on
the environment, but has an effect
on the experimenter. Skinner’s de-
scription of the procedure to teach
the pigeon to pace in the pattern of a
figure eight is very similar to the
description of the episode of shaping
by hand described above.

The free selection of topography
allowed by the lack of mechanical
connections with the environment
explains the unusual forms (e.g., the
ones implied in bowling and pacing
in the pattern of a figure eight) that
can be taught to the pigeon, as well as
the complex forms that make up the
adult repertoire of verbal behavior.
In A Psychological Analysis of Verbal
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Behavior,7 Skinner considers great
diversity of form as one of the
characteristics that result from the fact
that verbal behavior ‘‘does not act
mechanically upon the environment’’:

Great diversity of form. It is possible to
develop hundreds of thousands of different
forms of response with the same effector
without trying to find hundreds of thousands
of objects which will move in different ways as
a result of these complex patterns. In sports
movements are relatively limited—for exam-
ple, the things you can do with a tennis
racquet. Only a few movements are selected by
the mechanical action on a ball. (Skinner,
1947, p. 57)

VERBAL BEHAVIOR AND THE
CONVENTIONS OF THE
VERBAL COMMUNITY

A definition of behavior should
specify its functional relation with the
environment. In the case of the
operant, it should specify the relation
between consequences and the prop-
erties of responses that they select,
not the physical agent that presents
the consequences. Several properties
can be selected, such as topography,
duration, force, and so on (Catania,
1998, p. 120; Skinner, 1938/1991,
p. 310). Often, we describe behavior
by its effect on the environment and
not by its topography. Thus, for
example, we say ‘‘pick up the glass’’
and not ‘‘reach out the arm, open
and close the hand,’’ and so on.
Many different topographies can
achieve the same effect, but any
response must have a topography
that is suitable to obtain reinforce-
ment. An operant class is a class of
topographies that are functionally
related by its common consequences.

In the case of nonverbal behavior,
the relation between the topography
of responses and reinforcement is
established by the mechanical and
geometrical principles that describe
relations among objects in general. In
the case of verbal behavior, by
contrast, the relation between the
topography (sometimes referred to
as pattern) of responses and rein-
forcement is established by the con-
ventional practices of the verbal
community (Skinner, 1957a, pp. 1–
2). The conventions of a community
are contingencies that in many as-
pects are similar for all the members
of that community. For example, in
order to get water, all speakers must
emit a similar string of sounds Water,
please! From the perspective of the
listener, a complementary situation
occurs: The sequence of sounds water
is established as a discriminative
stimulus for all the members of that
community, and evokes similar re-
sponses modulated by the verbal and
nonverbal context. By providing an
explanation of the behavioral pro-
cesses that condition the listener (how
speech sounds produced by the speak-
er become discriminative stimuli for
the listener) and the speaker (how the
repertoire of verbal operants is built
by the reinforcing actions of the
listener), Skinner provides an expla-
nation of how the linguistic conven-
tions of the community are acquired.

In verbal behavior, the topogra-
phies selected are the ones that have
an effect on the listener, those that
were present in the verbal behavior of
the persons with whom the listener
interacted during his or her life. The
criterion by which the environment
selects the topography of the speaker’s
behavior (the criterion by which the
listener or mediator presents the rein-
forcer) is conformity with the conven-
tions of the verbal community, mainly
the ones described by linguists as
‘‘languages.’’ According to Skinner,

The pattern of response which characteristical-
ly achieves the given reinforcement depends, of

7 This text is the result of stenographic notes
taken by Ralph Hefferline of a course on
verbal behavior taught by Skinner at Colum-
bia University in the summer of 1947. The
B. F. Skinner Foundation website (http://
www.bfskinner.org/BFSkinner/Home.html)
offers an electronic version of it. I thank
Gerson Y. Tomanari for sending me a copy of
it many years ago.
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course, upon the ‘‘language’’—that is, upon the
reinforcing practices of the verbal community
(1957a, p. 36)
They [the contingencies that prevail in a given
verbal community] shape and maintain the
phonemic and syntactical properties of verbal
behavior and account for a wide range of
functional characteristics—from poetry to
logic. (Skinner, 1969, p. 12)

The distinction made by Skinner
between verbal and nonverbal oper-
ant behavior is based on the different
criteria by which the environment
selects their respective topographies,
as well as other dimensions of the
response, and the definition of verbal
behavior must specify the appropri-
ate criterion. The main problem with
the definition of verbal behavior as
‘‘behavior reinforced through the
mediation of other persons [who]
must be responding in ways which
have been conditioned precisely in
order to reinforce the behavior of the
speaker’’ is that it does not focus on
the defining property of the function-
al relation between verbal responses
and consequences: Reinforcers follow
responses that have the properties
that are conventional in the practices
of the verbal community. The medi-
ator is just like the apparatus in
experiments on nonverbal operant
behavior: Both deliver reinforcers
depending on the response having
certain specified properties. The me-
diator and the apparatus are just
vehicles for providing reinforcement.

The following definition might
usefully combine most of the ele-
ments by which verbal behavior was
conceived by Skinner: ‘‘Verbal be-
havior is operant behavior whose
properties are selected by the rein-
forcing action of a mediator8 on the

basis of their correspondence to the
conventions of a community.’’ A
definition focused not just on the
mediator but also on the basis of the
selective action of the reinforcement
that is specific to verbal behavior
makes us more attentive to the
conventions from which languages
and other symbolic systems are con-
structed as the main part of the
contingencies of reinforcement that
shape and maintain verbal behavior.
Several immediate consequences might
follow from this definition:

1. The specification of a clearer
criterion for the distinction between
verbal and nonverbal behavior, in-
cluding the distinction between most
cases of behavior of experimental
animals and speech, something that
has been lacking in the field until
now. This criterion does not conflict
with Skinner’s definition (in both
versions, the refined and unrefined
ones) and is consistent with Skinner’s
writings about the relations between
verbal behavior and the practices of
verbal communities.

2. A theoretical approximation to
the field of linguistics and its concep-
tion of language as an arbitrary
system of signs by which linguists
mean anchoring language in the
conventions of a community (Passos,
2007). Historically, languages have
been seen as arbitrary, also called
conventional, systems of signals. In
the philosophy of language and
linguistics, when scholars highlight
the conventional nature of language,
they mean that (a) there is no natural
causal connection (e.g., between
smoke and fire) or relation of same-
ness (e.g., between a thing and its
image) between the sounds of lan-
guage and their meanings; rather,
these sounds are connected to their
meanings through the conventions of
a community. Unlike natural connec-
tions, conventional connections differ
in space and time, as we can see by
the simple fact that the same object is
called table in English, mesa in
Portuguese, and mensa in Latin.

8 I thank Ernest Vargas (personal commu-
nication) for suggesting the use of ‘‘mediator’’
instead of ‘‘listener’’ because the word ‘‘medi-
ator’’ (a) has no commitment to any specific
kind of verbal behavior (be it vocal, tactile,
visual, etc.) whereas ‘‘listener’’ is more restric-
tive because it implies that the product of
verbal behavior is auditive, and (b) stresses the
function of this participant in the act of
speech.
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Linguists describe the conventions of
linguistic (also called speech) com-
munities at several different levels:
phonological, lexical, syntactical,
pragmatic (Crystal, 1997, pp. 82–
83); (b) language is a form of action
that works indirectly on the environ-
ment by functioning as stimuli for
listeners who act directly on the
environment. The relation between
these stimuli and their meanings is
established by the conventions of a
community (Bloomfield, 1933/1961,
pp. 22–27, 38–39, 144–147).

3. The search for accurate descrip-
tions of these conventions when
planning experimental procedures.
Because linguistic descriptions specify
the patterns of sounds and their
related meanings, as observed in the
languages of communities, they pro-
vide important elements for the design
of contingencies by behavior analysts.
People in general, including behavior
analysts, are often misguided by the
description of language learned in
school, the shortcomings of which
have been described by Bloomfield
and other linguists. This description is
guided in part by the written forms of
the language, which represent speech
imperfectly (Bloomfield, 1914, p. 22,
1942). With the goal of a better
representation, linguists devised pho-
netic alphabets, like the International
Phonetic Alphabet. Studies devised to
build a repertoire of textual behavior
teach the relation of written forms of
the language to their spoken forms
(Bloomfield, 1942; Skinner, 1957a,
pp. 65–69). To correctly analyze this
relation, the spoken forms should be
written in a phonetic alphabet,9 which
is rarely used by behavior analysts.
The lack of phonetic representation in
behavior-analytic studies may make it

difficult for other researchers to com-
prehend the experimental procedure if
they do not know the language being
taught in the experiment. They will be
unable to figure out how the words
used as stimuli sound. Linguistic
description of many phonological,
morphological, and syntactical as-
pects, as well as the ones described
by linguistic pragmatics, are also
valuable when programming verbal
contingencies.

I began this paper by quoting a few
lines by the wonderful Brazilian poet
Manoel de Barros. I understand these
lines as expressing the poet’s wonder
and love for language, the substance
of his craft, and from which he
receives the gift of feeling free from
the constraints of a world regulated
by natural laws. Skinner showed that
what the poet found to be so singular
about language is partially true but
needs qualification. Language does
not depart from the ‘‘natural order
of things’’; it is rather the very part
of natural phenomena that result
mainly from social interaction regu-
lated by the conventions of a group.
By taking into account these conven-
tions and the principles of operant
and classical conditioning, Skinner
was the first scientist to find orderly
and predictable relations in the realm
of the speech of the individual and
the behavior of the listener.
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